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Cornelio Fabro, CSS (1911-1995) devoted his two 
major works in Thomistic metaphysics to the notion 
of participation. 1 His interpretation of Thomas 
Aquinas's texts led him to oppose strongly Louis- 
Bertrand Geiger's twofold division of participation 2 
as well as the Scholastic reduction of the act of being 
(actus essendi) to factual existence. For his part, 
Fabro proposed a division between predicamental 
participation and transcendental participation and 
understood actus essendi as the intensive, actuating, 
and emergent act of a being (ens). 

The importance of understanding correctly the 
notions of participation and being (esse) is immedi- 
ately apparent with regard to Aquinas's theology of 
grace. On the one hand, the gift of grace is described 
by Aquinas as a “certain participation of divine 
nature,”3 and, on the other, grace is presented by 
Aquinas as an accidental form that mediates spir- 
itual being (esse spirituale) or the being of grace (esse 
gratiae) to rational creatures.4 Misunderstandings 
concerning the notion of participation or being 
(esse) will inevitably hinder the correct interpre- 
tation of Aquinas's thought and texts on grace.5 

In this paper, I want to look specifically at Cor- 
nelio Fabro’s approach to participation and how it 
can aid the interpretation of Aquinas’s theology of 
grace. The Scholastic interpretation of Aquinas tend- 
ed to divide “physical participation” into “virtual par- 
ticipation” and “formal participation,” with most au- 
thors holding that grace is a formal participation. 


For example, according to Reginald Garrigou- 
Lagrange, grace is an analogical, formal participation 
in Deity as it is in itself, ie., the divine nature as di- 
vine. He holds that there is an imperfect imitation 
between what is substantially in God and acciden- 
tally in justified rational creatures.6 Fabro, on the 
other hand, divides participation into predicamental 
participation and transcendental participation and 
even posits a third kind of participation for that of 
grace, called attingere per operationem—meaning “to 
touch” or “to attain” by way of operation. Predica- 
mental participation concerns univocal partici- 
pations marked by a certain equality (ex aequo); tran- 
scendental participation concerns analogical partici- 
pations, marked by likeness to another and grada- 
tion; attingere participation concerns the spiritual 
creature “on the way of return” coming into contact 
with its Divine Principle through operation either 
imperfectly in this life though grace or perfectly in the 
next through glory.? 

Since Fabro's work on the supernatural partic- 
ipation of grace has been somewhat neglected, it is 
my hope that the exposition and partial translation 
of his work that follows begins to remedy the situ- 
ation. 


I. SUPERNATURAL PARTICIPATIONS 


Cornelio Fabro's La nozione metafisica di parteci- 
pazione secondo S. Tommaso d’Aquino (1939) was 
originally published as a dissertation in theology 
(1937). While largely focused on predicamental and 
transcendental participation, it contains a brief sec- 
tion on what Fabro calls “supernatural partici- 


pations” (NMP, 287-301). In the section, Fabro deals 
with three topics: the elevation to grace and glory; 


grace and sanctification; and the participation of 
Christ. 


a) The Elevation to Grace and Glory (NMP, 287-291) 


Fabro begins by recalling that of all the created, 
natural participations, all of which reflect God's infi- 
nite perfection in diverse ways, the noblest partic- 
ipation is the positive immateriality proper to intel- 
lectual knowledge. Thanks to the assimilation proper 
to knowledge, the spiritual creature, although it re- 
mains a finite being ontologically speaking, has an 
infinite formal range. Through its proper operation, 
the spiritual creature can receive and assimilate the 
forms of all things within itself in an intentional 
way. In this way, rational and intellectual creatures 
are said to approach divine infinity.8 Now, every 
creature is imperfect to some degree because every 
created essence is finite and limited; yet, in some 
way, the cognitive act proper to spiritual creatures 
remedies their radical imperfection, as they can, 
through knowledge, possess the perfection of 
another.2 

At this point, Fabro makes an important distinc- 
tion: while all creatures manifest a likeness of God, 
only the rational creature is said to be capable of God, 
i.e., their nature can be elevated by God to share in 
divine nature.10 Second, while all creatures are or- 
dered to God as their end, only the rational creature 
has an immediate order to God since God is the end 
of man’s movement of return.11 Thirdly, man is said 
to be made “in the image of God” and attains, reach- 
es or “touches” (attingendo) God by his proper 
operations of knowledge and love.!2 

Because of this, man—as capax Dei, as immedi- 
ately ordered to God, and as imago Dei—experiences 


within himself a kind of mysterious, interior ten- 
sion: no finite truth can satisfy his infinite capacity 
and his finite faculty does not rest until in enters 
into contact with the Infinite. “Man's perfect happi- 
ness consists not in that which perfects the intellect 
by some participation, but in that which is so by its 
essenice.”13 Hence, only the contemplation of God, 
whose being is his essence, makes man perfectly 
blessed. I note in passing that Fabro makes no refer- 
ence to a natural happiness, metaphysical knowl- 
edge of God as cause of all things, that could pos- 
sibly satisfy man’s natural desire. Fabro continues: 


Now, if everything depended on our own nat- 
ural strength, our soul would have to resign itself 
to an eternal torment of hunger, greeting from 
afar with a desperate longing for the patria of 
blessed contemplation, obliged to bury within 
himself the flicker [illusione] of his infinite de- 
sires. But the divine goodness—that produced 
his created effusions, not through a useless 
waste of power but rather according to a loving 
plan of wisdom—wanted to graft supernatural 
life onto the trunk of natural life, by which man 
receives the capacity and the right of that infinite 


vision.14 


God, however, does not immediately bring the 
created human intellect to the contemplation of his 
divine essence. Instead, man is gradually initiated in 
this vision while on earth. In other words, man does 
not participate in the vision of God immediately, but 
rather successively, according to the mode of his 
rational nature.15 

The initial participation is faith; the ultimate par- 


ticipation is the vision of glory.!6 Faith, Fabro notes, 


makes us adhere to the beatifying object, but it does 
not make us completely and perfectly happy, for it is 
intrinsically conjoined to non-evidence and obscu- 
rity. Faith “is a principle for the soul of a restless 
tendency and of an inflamed desire toward clarity 
and full light.”"17 When faith is informed by charity, 
then the gifts of the Holy Spirit are bestowed to 
form part of the economy of salvation of the soul. 
Even though the gifts of wisdom, knowledge, and 
understanding bring about a certain contact with the 
supernatural, the proper and full vision will only 
happen after this life through the light of glory, 
which is the most proper participation of divine life. 
In this vision, the rational creature enters into 
communion with the very object that is God him- 
self, the supreme participation that God can give of 
himself to the creature is given. In the beatific vi- 
sion, the soul will reach God, not by “participating” 
alone, but by a true “attaining,” “touching,” or “con- 
tact” (attingere) and God will be given to the soul in 
his real presence and not through a created 
likeness.18 The glorified creature participates in the 
very eternity of God.!9 This participation in God's 
eternity consists in the intransmutability of oper- 
ation, which is given by possessing God. Man's will 
and the mind will then rest, conjoined in an irrey- 


ocable way to their divine Principle.20 
b) Grace and Sanctification (NMP, 291-294) 


The vision of glory, prepared for by faith, re- 
quires the elevation and purification of the soul it- 
self. At this point, we see R. Garrigou-Lagrange’s 
influence on the young Fabro, who presented his 


dissertation at the Angelicum. Fabro’s text reads:21 
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Garrigou-Lagrange's position holds that, before 
the infusion of grace, the soul only has an “obedi- 
ential potency” or “remote potency” to the beatific 


vision.22 Through grace, the soul is ordered to share 
in the beatific vision and is in proximate potency, 


actuated by the essence of grace, to that vision.23 


The Metaphysics of Grace in Reginald 
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Fabro continues: the elevation and purification 
of the soul occurs by a new and more proper partic- 
ipation of God which touches the very essence of the 
soul and is called “sanctifying grace.”24 Thus, in the 
created order, grace is conceived of as the supreme 
divine participation; through it, divinity, which be- 
longs to God in an essential way, is communicated 
to the creature in an accidental way. Grace, unlike all 
the other participations, is conceived as a formal par- 
ticipation of the very Deity itself. In a later article on 
grace, Fabro will use Piolanti’s expression “real par- 
ticipation” instead of “formal participation.”25 As 
proof texts, Fabro offers the following texts from the 
Summa theologiae: 


1)“There is a twofold beatitude or happiness of 
man, as was said above. One proportionate to 
human nature, to which man can arrive 
through the principles of his nature. The 
other beatitude exceeds the nature of man, to 
which man can only arrive by divine power, 
according to a certain participation of the divin- 
ity according to what is said in 2 Pt 1:4, that 
by Christ we are made partakers of the divine 


nature.”26 


2)“And because grace is above human nature, it 
cannot be a substance or a substantial form, 
but is an accidental form of the soul itself. 
Now what is substantially in God, becomes 
accidental in the soul participating [in] the di- 
vine goodness ... . And thus because the soul 
participates in the divine goodness imper- 
fectly, the participation of the divine good- 
ness, which is grace, has its being in the soul 
in a less perfect way than the soul subsists in 
itself. Nevertheless, inasmuch as it is the ex- 
pression or participation of the divine good- 
ness, it is nobler than the nature of the soul, 
though not in its mode of being.”27 


3)“The light of grace, which is a participation of 
the divine nature.”28 


4)"Grace is nothing other than a participated 
likeness of divine nature according to 2 Pt 


he has given us grace and precious promises, 
that we may be partakers of the divine 


nature.”29 


5)Through sanctifying grace, the soul “becomes 
a participant of the divine Word and pro- 
ceeding Love, so that freely it may truly know 
and rightly love God”: in such a way that it is 
able “to enjoy the divine person and make 


use of their effect.”30 


Because grace is a participation it belongs to the 
finite and created order. It always appears like a 
“degradation” and a likeness with respect to the full- 
ness that the divine nature possesses itself 


The grace which is an accident is a certain 


participated likeness of the divinity in man. But 
by the Incarnation [Christ’s] human nature is not 
said to have participated in some likeness of the 
divine nature, but is said to be united to the di- 


vine nature itself in the Person [of the Son}.31 


Together with grace, which is given “by way of 
nature,” the super-natural virtues are infused in the 
soul; through these virtues, the soul can perform 
meritorious works for eternal life32 Like grace, the 
infused theological virtues belong to man by way of 
participation.33 The growth of the spiritual life by 
means of the theological virtues and the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit, insofar as this is an assimilation of di- 
vine life, means that the soul enjoys an immediate 


irradiation of the divine Persons: “charity . . . is a 
certain participation of the infinite Charity, which is 
the Holy Spirit."34 


Through the communication of the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit, the soul reaches, in a certain manner, 
the very conditions of life of the heavenly patria. 
That which is properly supernatural in the infused 
virtues is the substance of the habit, namely the end 
and object, but not yet the “mode of operation,” 
which is still “according to the human condition,"35 
and according to the rule of reason enlightened by 
faith, Under the action of God, however, the soul ac- 
quires a divine mode of operation and measures its 
actions by another rule “which is the divinity partic- 
ipated to man in its way, by which he no longer acts 
humanly, but as if he was made God by 
participation.”36 The gifts, then, are the normal and 
necessary completion and prolongation of the in- 
fused virtues and the intensity of the spiritual life 
grows from the virtues and moves toward a predom- 
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supreme participation of the divinity that the soul 
achieves on earth: through the gifts, the soul is or 
dered to God in the most immediate way possible 
here on earth.37 

In his natural life, man’s appetitive and operative 
powers are subject to the command of reason; in the 
supernatural life, through the infusion of the gifts, 
the inhabiting Holy Spirit becomes the principle 
and rule of the life of the soul. Through an assimi- 
lation of and immediate passion for divine things, 
the soul becomes more and more docile and sensi- 
tive to every movement of its “Sweet Guest.” The 
gifts comprehend every aspect, both practical and 
speculative, of human life; and after having intro- 
duced the soul, almost experientially, into the secrets 
of the supernatural life on earth, according to a cer- 
tain participation, these are what, fully developed in 
heaven, bestow upon the soul the perfect possession 
and full expansion of the divine rule, “when man is 
totally subject to God.”38 Aquinas's theology of the 
gifts is nothing more than an attempt to explain the 
intimate operations of the Holy Spirit in the soul, 
which, here below, through an immediate contact, 
give the soul a foretaste of the way of life that it will 
have in the definitive possession of God according 


to a full participation.39 
c) The Participation of Christ (NMP, 294-301) 


In this section, Fabro expounds briefly seven 
themes connected to supernatural participations: (1) 
participation, original sin, and our redemp-tion; (2) 
our participation in the “grace of Christ”; (3) the dis- 
tribution and participation of the grace of Christ in 
his Mystical Body; (4) Christ's human nature as the 
instrumental cause of grace; (5) the Sacraments and 


our participation in the grace of Christ; (6) partic- 
ipation and divinization; and (7) participation in 
heavenly glory. 


1) Participation, original sin, and our redemption. 
God created man in the state of grace, but Adam, the 
first man, did not surpass the test and fell, bringing 
all men into perdition—insofar as all men partic- 
ipate with him and by him in human nature. 
Aquinas uses the notion of participation to present 
the doctrinal truth of original sin#® and Fabro clar- 
ifies that our participation in human nature is a 
predicamental participation. The same notion of par- 
ticipation will be used when Aquinas speaks about 
Christ, the new Adam, who repairs the damage 
caused by the first Adam.4! 


2) Our participation in the “grace of Christ.” With 
the Incarnation, we see the beginning of a new 
plane in the divine economy of salvation: while the 
grace that the good angels and of our first parents 
was participated in was directly from God, as “gratia 
Dei,” the grace of men and women who are regen- 
erated is participated by means of Christ who has 
merited this grace for us. This grace is ‘gratia 
Christi,” and all the gifts that God now effuses in the 
souls of the just, are participations of the fullness of 
gifts that is in him. Christ, then, is considered as a 


new source of supernatural participations.#2 


3) The distribution and participation of the grace of 
Christ in his Mystical Body. In fact, grace was given to 
Christ according to all its fullness. And the men of 
this world receive from this fullness. Christ, the au- 
thor of grace (auctor gratiae),#3 distributes it to the 
faithful, building up his Mystical Body, the Church, 


where the fullness of gifts that is in Him, the Head, 
is found “variedly” distributed and participated in 
the members. Only Christ possessed the Holy Spirit 
in fullness: “But Christ alone had the Holy Spirit in 
fullness. . . . For the other saints received of his full- 
ness and were made participants not of his sub- 
stance, but of his distributions.”44 Thus, there is a 
“discretion” or “division,” united to a degradation of 
the extensive and intensive grace, which is proper to 
Christ the Head, and this is analogous to the degra- 
dation, proper to the participations of the natural 
order, of the fullness of the being of God. “However 
much the grace of some men increases, referring to 
the grace they possess according to some particular 
participation, this can never equal the grace of 
Christ, which is universally full."45 

All of our supernatural gifts are participated 
from Christ. Thus, the first gift, our adoptive son- 
ship, is a participation in Christ's natural sonship. 
Jesus Christ is the Son of God and this is given to 
him by the “grace of union"; we become children of 
God only by habitual grace, which is something cre- 
ated and accidental, and is, therefore, an operatio Dei 
ad extrass 


4) Christs human nature as the instrumental cause 
of grace. Jesus Christ can restore man to friendship 
with God insofar as, being perfect God and perfect 
man, he was constituted as the perfect mediator. 
Christ's humanity is seen here as the instrumental 
cause in the work of our salvation. Every instru- 
mental causality is a causality by participation, 
where the effect receives its specification of its form, 
not from the instrumental cause, but by the prin- 
cipal cause.47 In Christ, his divine operation em- 
ploys the human operation, and his human 


operation participates in the power of the divine 
operations.*8 Furthermore, the human nature as- 
sumed by the Word, in the unity of the Person, was 
“deified” in the participation of the glory of the di- 


vine Person.49 


5) The Sacraments and our participation in the 
grace of Christ. In this way, the humanity of Christ 
worked miracles and was the efficient cause of our 
salvation, suffering death on the Cross; this causality 
of the humanity of Christ is prolonged still in the 
application of the Redemption to the faithful which 
happens by means of the sacraments in a corporeal 
way (corporaliter) and by means of faith in a spiritual 
way (spiritualiter). Each sacrament has a particular 
way of working within us the participation in the 
grace of Christ and of conforming us to him. For 
example, through the Sacrament of Penance, one is 
made a participant of Christ by a real conformity to 
him, insofar as we suffer with the suffering 
Christ.5° 

Christians sanctify themselves and sanctify oth- 
ers by participating in Christ. The priesthood and 
every act of worship is nothing but a visible prolon- 
gation, by participation, of the priesthood of Christ, 
the eternal Pontiff.5! It is not enough that Christians 
receive sanctifying grace, through which they are 
immediately directed to eternal life, and worship 
God interiorly; they must in this present life give 
God through Jesus Christ, exterior worship in the 
present Church. Christians share in the capacity to 
cooperate, some passively and some actively, in the 
exterior worship of God on earth, which has been 
initiated and assumed in a most perfect way by 
Christ. It is this capacity that is called “sacramental 
character,” by which all Christians, and priests in 


particular, are configured to the priesthood, which is 
called the “proper character of Christ."52 According 
to the Apostle, it is in the Sacrament of the Eucharist 
that the faithful reach the most intimate degree of 
liturgical union with Christ and with each other 
insofar as those who partake of the Body of the Lord 
are one (mystical) body,53 


6) Participation and divinization. And the entire 
work of sanctification of the faithful is understood 
by St. Thomas as a divinization, an elevation to be- 
come gods by participation. 


It is clear that a person by participating in the 
word of God becomes god by participation. But a 
thing does not become this or that by partic- 
ipation unless it participates in what is this or 
that by its essence: for example, a thing does not 
become fire by participation unless it participates 
in what is fire by its essence. Therefore, one does 
not become god by participation unless he partic- 
ipates in what is God by essence. Therefore, the 
Word of God, that is the Son, by participation in 
whom we become gods, is God by essence.5+ 


7) Participation in heavenly glory. The perfect par- 
ticipation of Christ in the glory of heaven follows 
our imperfect participation of Christ here on earth. 
As Aquinas writes: “But it should be noted that the 
participation of Christ is twofold: one is imperfect 
through faith and the sacraments; the other is per- 
fect through the presence and vision of the reality. 
The former we already have in reality; the second in 
hope.”55 Even the glory of the glorified bodies is also 
a participation in the glory of the Body of Christ.5¢ 
Our final resurrection in the flesh is a participation 


in the Resurrection of Christ, which is the efficient 
instrumental cause and exemplar cause. Just as the 
Father has given life to the Son, so Son is now the 
principle of every participated life. 57 

Fabro concludes: “From participation to partic- 
ipation, sweetly attracted by the merciful epiphanies 
of divine goodness, the human creature journeys 
the stages of his moral purification and is prepared 
for the supreme epiphany, in which he will sit down 
at the divine banquet. And the hunger for truth and 
the thirst for justice, which so torment us here 
below, will be fully quenched by the eternal and exu- 
berant pouring out and gushing forth of the divinity 
into the soul.”58 


2, SUPERNATURAL PARTICIPATIONS 


Fabro takes up the theme of supernatural partici- 
pations again in a summary section on the 
Thomistic notion of participation. He notes, with 
some reservations, a certain dissatisfaction with the 
Carmelites’ definition and division of physical par- 
ticipation into formal and virtual. He opines that 
these theologians have considered the metaphysical 
problem of participation in too physical a manner, 
but that he reserves judgment to a later date when 
his research on participation is concluded,5? 

According to Fabro an outline of static or struc- 
tural, natural participation, based on Aquinas's texts, 
would distinguish, not between formal and virtual 
participation, but between predicamental and tran- 
scendental participation: 


i)participare essentiam—(predicamental) partic- 
ipation according to which the same form is 
possessed by two things in really diverse ways 


2)participare similitudinem—(transcendental) 
participation in which what is possessed is a 
deficient imitation of a property or form, both 
the formal degree and the real mode are di- 
verse 


According to the first, the participation does not 
affect the formality with regard to its essential con- 
tent: both Socrates and Plato participate in humanity 
according to the same formal degree (formal iden- 
tity), yet there is a real substantial diversity. They are 
both fully and equally human, but are not the exten- 
sive totality of humanity (totam sed non totalitem). 

According to the second, both the formal degree 
and the real mode are diverse. Fabro gives three 
examples: the way creatures participate in being, life, 
and wisdom with respect to God; the way human be- 
ings participate in intellectuality with respect to an- 
gels; and the way brute animals participate in ratio- 
nality with respect to human beings. In the first 
example, not only does the esse of the creature not ex- 
haust the extensive fullness of esse, but also created 
esse is formally finite under the intensive aspect. For 
example, creatures that share in and exercise the for- 
malities of life (vivere) and wisdom, do so not im- 
mediately because of their esse, but through powers 
and added accidents rooted in their essence. 

Fabro writes that through the supernatural par- 
ticipations, the intellectual creature is found on the 
way of “return” to its Principle, and this return hap- 
pens through successive steps. This return begins 
with faith, which makes divine truth present to the 
intellect as an object of adhesion on the part of the 
intellect, but not as an object of contemplation, The 
infusion of charity, which brings the gifts of the 
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immediate “contact” with divine things, but it is 
only in the Patria that the divinity is communicated 
to the creature according to the divine way in which 
God knows and loves himself. In the beatific vision, 
the entire divine essence is given, but not in its com- 
prehensive totally (totam, sed non totaliter).61 

In supernatural participations, and, in particular, 
the beatific vision, one does not merely have a “par- 
ticipation in a likeness,” (participare similitudinem) as 
is the case in natural participations, but it is in the 
divinity itself, not just a likeness of the divinity, that 
the act of the creature terminates. It is a partic- 


ipation that is also an attingere (“touching,” “attain- 
ing,” or “reaching”), which could be called the third 
mode of participation, above univocal-predicamental 
participation and analogous-transcendental 
participation.&2 

Aquinas, Fabro notes, distinguishes two modes 


of “attingere”: 


The lower nature may reach (attingi) the higher 
in two ways: first, according to a degree of the 
participating power: and thus man’s ultimate 
perfection will consist in his attaining to a con- 
templation such as that of the angels. Secondly, 
as the object is attained by the power: and thus 
the final perfection of each power is to attain that 
in which is found the fullness of its formal 


object.£3 


In another text, Aquinas will distinguish be- 
tween “attaining by likeness” and “attaining by oper- 
ation.” The first signals the pinnacle of natural par- 
ticipation, while the second indicates the summit of 
supernatural participations. 


Beatitude is the ultimate perfection of the ratio- 
nal nature. For nothing is finally perfect, unless 
it attains (attingat) its principle according to its 
mode: therefore I say that something attains the 
principle, which is God, in two ways: one way by 
likeness, which is common to all creatures— 
which have as much perfection as what is conse- 
quent upon the divine likeness; the other way, by 
operation. . . . I say by operation, insofar as the 
rational creature knows and loves God, And be- 
cause the soul is immediately made by God, 
therefore to be blessed cannot be had except in 
immediately seeing God, namely, without a 


medium, which is a likeness of the known 
thing. 


Fabro concludes, there are three fundamental 
meanings of participation, two of which reach the 


intensity of attingere: 


exsentiam: ex aequo a) 


creature to creatures Q) 

participare similitudinem attingere 
creatures to God (3) 
imperfectly: in via (4) 

operationem attingere 


perfectly: in visione patriae (5) 


These five instances can be expounded as fol- 
lows: 


1)In predicamental participations, there is a 
formal identity and a substantial diversity. 
Bonaventure and Aquinas both participate 
in “man” (species) and “animal” (genus), 
according to the first mode of participation, 


hut Bonaventure and Aaninas are two 


really diverse substances.§5 


2)In this transcendental participation, Fabro is 
referring to the metaphysical principle of 
continguity, in which an inferior substance 
participates in the perfection of what is im- 
mediately superior to it. For example, ratio- 
nal animals participate in the intellectual 
nature of angels. 


3)In this transcendental participation, accord- 
ing to the third mode of participation, there 
is an analogical community between the ef- 
fect (creature) and its cause (God). Here 
participation entails a causal relationship of 
dependence, imitation, and order. Accord- 
ing to the second mode of participation, the 
being that the created substance possesses 
is a likeness of divine being. 


4)In this supernatural participation, the ratio- 
nal creature in via is elevated to participate 
in the divine nature still imperfectly. The 
soul comes into contact with the divine Per- 
sons and is empowered to know and love, 
to act in a divine manner. 


5)In this supernatural participation, the ratio- 
nal creature in Patria rests definitely and 
perfectly in the divine nature, and sees the 
very essence of God without creaturely 
mediation. The very form of God is im- 
pressed upon the human intellect. 


Fabro notes that the more a participation is per- 
fect, the less it is “to participate” and more properly 


becomes attingere; in order words, the more attingere 


grows in perfection, the more it signifies and imme- 
diate union and full communication.% 

Ultimately, attingere Deum on behalf of the crea- 
ture is threefold: (1) the attingere per similitudinem 
common to every creature, but especially to the ratio- 
nal creature as Imago Dei; (2) the attingere per opera- 
tionem proper to the just and especially the elect; (3) 
the attingere per unitatem divine personae proper to 
the human nature of Christ.67 

Fabro concludes his study in NMP by referring 
to the operation of creatures and by opening up his 
study to “dynamic participation,” which he would 
undertake in Partcipazione e causalita (1960-1961). 
He distinguishes between the first constitution in 
being of a finite being and the successive actuation 
according to an ascending movement which is a re- 
turn to the cause itself, the eminent source of perfec- 
tion, On the one hand, the creature does not have 
the right to existence in the sense that God is free 
not to create. However, regarding the problem of the 
operation of the finite being, a finite being must 
perfect itself, it has to “operate” or act in the sense of 
passing from potency to act, it must acquire further 


perfections and actualities.6& 


+ * * 


Over the years, Fabro would return to NMP and 
correct certain Scholastic influences, such as the use 
of “existence” instead of esse or the use of “abstrac- 
tion” instead of “resolution.” I think a similar 
process of purification can be accomplished with re- 
gard to his thought on grace as a participation in di- 
vine nature: for example, his reliance on the Scholas- 
tic understanding of the natural desire to see God 
and references to grace as a “formal participation.” 
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work on participation and actus essendi proved fruit- 
ful for a renewal in Thomistic metaphysics, I believe 
that there are powerful suggestions made by Fabro 
regarding grace that ought to be explored, especially 
his proposal of a _ third type of 
participation—attingereper operationem. To these pos- 
sible explorations I now turn. 


3. AVENUES FOR RESEARCH 
a) Return and Grace 


A thorough consideration of Aquinas's texts on 
grace as a participation in divine nature reveals that 
the proper context is the order, governance, and re- 
turn of rational creatures to their divine principle. 
Spiritual creatures are ordered to God, governed by 
God, and return to God through their operation in a 
way that differs from all other creatures. In Aquinas, 
the dynamic of procession and return is not simply 
from and to the divine nature (divinity in the ab- 
stract), but rather from the Triune God and to the 
Triune God. 

The gift of grace is the divine help that sufficiently 
proportions and orders rational and intellectual crea- 
tures to eternal life, purifies them, constitutes them 
in spiritual being, elevates them to share in divine 
being as adopted children of God, and enables them 
to carry out meritorious works for salvation. 

Now, by presenting grace as a formal partic- 
ipation in divine nature, Scholastic thinkers empha- 
sized the formal assimilation to God's intellectual 
nature, deity (deitas) or divinity (divinitas).6° I would 
argue that Fabro's approach of grace as a real partic- 
ipation and his emphasis on attingere per 
operationem, allows for greater importance to be 


given to the dynamic role of the invisible Trinitarian 
missions: the presence of the Son through the gift of 
wisdom and the presence of the Holy Spirit through 
the virtue of charity. Greater attention to the reditus 
context of grace will dovetail with Aquinas's meta- 
physics of operation, his theory of divine motion in 
creatures, the notion of participated power in crea- 
tures, and open up to a deeper understanding of the 
operari gratiae. 

Important advances have been made by Alain 
Contat regarding operative participation and final 
causality. In my view, Cornelio Fabro has the merit 
of considering transcendental participation in con- 
nection with efficient causality and has provided 
some initial insight into exemplar and final causal- 
ity. Gregory Doolan explored more fully the rela- 
tionship between participation and exemplar causal- 
ity in Chapter Six of his Aquinas on the Divine Ideas 
as Exemplar Causes (2008). Alain Contat has recently 
developed, along Fabrian lines, the relationship be- 
tween participation, final causality, and operation.20 
The last point is important because the metaphysical 
context of the bestowal of grace is the return of the 
rational creature to God. 


b) The Metaphysics of Being and the Theology of Grace 


Another avenue for research concerns the rela- 
tionship between the metaphysics of being and the 
theology of grace. It remains to be seen whether the 
“formal turn” that Fabro sees in the historical devel- 
opment of Scholastic metaphysics has also influ- 
enced the theology of grace. As an alternative to Gar- 
rigou-La-grange's proposal, based on an obediential 
potency to the beatific vision, | offer the following 
chart as a possible avenue for research. 
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1 believe this proposal will: (1) give more impor- 
tance to the being of grace (esse gratiae), understood 
as an “esse in actu,” rather than the essence of grace; 
(2) highlight the perfecting of rational nature— 
which is naturally ordered to the beatific 
vision?7!—by grace, which sufficiently orders and pro- 
portions human nature to the beatific vision,72 
rather than change its end;Z3 and (3) expounds the 
relation of grace to glory, not in terms of proximate 
potency to the vision (grace) and actualization of the 
vision (glory), but rather in terms of imperfect act 
and participation (grace as the beginning of glory)?* 
and perfect act and participation (glorv as the 


consummation of grace).75 
c) Grace and the Three Modes of Participation 


Another question or avenue for research con- 
cerns Fabro’s approach to participation and whether 
it can better integrate Aquinas's three modes of par- 
ticipation (particular-universal; subject-act; effect- 
cause) with regard to grace. Could Aquinas's texts be 
interpreted in such a way that Christ's habitual 
grace as source and cause of sanctifying grace is ac- 
cording to the third mode of participation; sancti- 
fying grace as the form possessed by the creature is 
according to the second mode of participation; and a 
universal consideration of grace as possessed by 
justified Christians in according to the first mode of 
participation? 

Aquinas's distinction of three modes of partic- 
ipation is found in his Commentary on Boethius’s De 
Hebdomadibus, lectio 2. I have suggested elsewhere 
that the question of which participation belongs to 
esse can be resolved by correlating each mode to the 
distinction between esse commune, actus essendi, and 
Esse subsistens.26 As well, the first mode is founded 
on the second and the second is founded on the 
third. The possession of esse by a creature (second 
mode) can be considered universally (first mode) or 
in relation to its cause (third mode). According to the 
first mode, esse is esse commune; according to the sec- 
ond mode, esse is actus essendi; according to the third 
mode, esse is a likeness of Esse divinum. 

I would propose that something similar happens 
when we consider grace as a participation of divine 
nature. 


1)According to the first mode, grace is 


considered universally and abstractly by the 
mind in relation to particulars. For example, 
we can consider the grace that all justified 
Christians possess. 


2)According to the second mode of participation, 
grace is considered as a qualitative act in a 
subject, something the justified soul pos- 
sesses and is perfected by. On the one hand, 
the accident is said to inhere in the subject 
and does not have its own act of being apart 
from the being of the substance; on the other, 
the accident perfects the subject making it a 
participant of divine nature, constituting it in 


divine, spiritual esse. 


3)According to the third mode of participation, 
grace is considered as an effect in the justi- 
fied rational creature in relation to its effi- 
cient cause (dependence), as a likeness of its 
cause (imitation), and as ordered to its cause. 
The threefold ratio of causality applies. Ac- 
cording to the first, God is seen as the prin- 
cipal efficient cause of grace and Christ's 
human nature as the instrumental, efficient 
cause of grace. According to the second, the 
effect of grace is seen as a participated like- 
ness of the divine nature or divine esse; Christ 
is the causal exemplar of our deification. Ac- 
cording to the third (final causality), the grace 
of God in the creature is seen as the begin- 
ning of glory and as ordered to glory, which is 
consummated grace. 


Rather than reduce grace to a formal partic- 
ipation in God's intellectual nature or deitas, Fabro's 


thought on participation allows us to explore all the 
richness that a third type of participation—called 
attingere per operationem—may contain. 

Fabro’s theory of participation, as we have seen, 
not only employs univocal, natural, predicamental 
participations (individual-species; species-genus; 
subject-natural accident; matter-form) and analog- 
ical, natural, transcendental participations (finite ens- 
actus essendi; creature-similitudo esse divinae), but 
opens up to supernatural attingere participations 
(justified creature-esse gratiae; beatified creature- 
esse gloriae). 


d) Relationship between the Being of Nature and the 
Being of Grace 


When dealing with grace, Aquinas distinguishes 
a twofold being (esse): the esse naturale proper to na- 
ture (esse naturae) and the esse spirituale proper to 
grace (esse gratiae), Some of Aquinas's texts include: 


1)"Creation and re-creation are entirely similar. 
In fact, as God, by creation, has conferred to 
things the esse of nature, and that esse is for- 
mally from the form received in the created 
reality itself, which is like the terminus of the 
operation of the agent itself, and still that 
form is the principle of the natural operations 
that God works in things, so also in re- 
creation God confers to the soul the esse of 
grace; and the formal principle of that being 
is the created habit, by means of which one 
works as well the meritorious work that God 


works in us."77 


2)“By creation, God produces natural esse in us 
without any mediating agent cause, but by 


means of some formal cause: for the natural 
form is the principle of natural esse. Likewise 
God produces in us gratuitous spiritual esse 
without any mediating agent, but by some 


created form, which is grace."78 


3)“For creation is a motion from nothing to esse. 
But there are two kinds of esse, namely, the 
esse of nature and the esse of grace, The first 
creation was made when creatures were pro- 
duced by God from nothing to the esse of na- 
ture, and then the creature was new, but be- 
came old by sin: ‘He has made my flesh and 
my skin waste away’ (Lam 3:4). Therefore, a 
new creation was required by which we 
would be produced in the esse of grace, which 
also is a creation from nothing since those 
who lack grace are nothing: ‘And if I under- 
stand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I 
have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but 
have not love, I am nothing’ (1 Cor 13:2); ‘In 
his tent, i.e., of sin, ‘dwells that which is 
none of his’ (Job 18:15). Augustine says: ‘For 
sin is nothing, and men become nothing, 
when they sin.’ So, it is clear that the infusion 


of grace is a creation.” 


4)"God creates natural esse without an efficient 
medium, but not without a formal medium. 
For, to each thing he gave the form through 
which it is. And likewise he gives the esse of 
grace through some superadded form. But 
they are not entirely similar; for, as Augustine 
says in Super loan., ‘He who created you with- 
out you will not justify you without you.’ 
Therefore in justification, some operation of 


justifying is required; and thus it is required 
that there be an active formal principle which 


does not occur in creation.”8° 


Both the soul and grace exercise a formal causal- 
ity, the first with respect to esse naturae, the second 
with respect to esse gratiae. In synthesis: 


1)natural esse is given to us through creation 
through the mediation of a formal cause (cre- 
ated substantial form); 


2)spiritual esse is given to us through re-creation 
through the mediation of a formal cause 
(grace). 


Here, we will need to inquire more deeply into 
the relationship between the two types of esse. The 
formalistic school tends to posit that every form, 
substantial and accidental, has its own act of being. 
In this case, grace would confer its own actus essendi 
(existence), which is super-added to the being of the 
creature, The perfecting of human nature by grace 
would occur primarily by way of formal, extrinsic 
addition. 

For his part, Fabro distinguishes between the act 
of being of the substance, esse ut actus, and the being 
of the accidents, esse in actu. Seen in relation to 
grace, the spiritual being mediated by the created 
form of grace is not another actus essendi, but rather 
would be an esse spirituale in actu that ontologically 
changes and intensifies the esse naturale in actu. The 
perfection of human nature by grace occurs by way 
of intensification.81 In this elevation by way of in- 
tensification, the actus essendi of the creature is not 
modified and remains fixum et quietum; the crea- 
ture’s esse in actu. however. is perfected and. bv 


means of grace, created human persons are re- 
created and constituted in divine being as adopted 
sons and daughters of God. 


*_* * 


In conclusion, just as Fabro's metaphysical inter- 
pretation of Aquinas counterbalances certain ten- 
dencies in formalistic or essentialistic interpretation 
of Aquinas's metaphysics, so also, it seems, Fabro’s 
theory of supernatural participation counterbalances 
certain tendencies in the formalistic interpretation 
of Aquinas's theology of grace. | offer the following 
summary chart that exemplifies where further re- 
search might take us. 
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